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SORTING ELECTRONIC MESSAGES USING
ATTRIBUTES OF THE SENDER ADDRESS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application 1s a continuation of Ser. No. 10/418,3773,

now U.S. Pat. No. 7,290,033, filed Apr. 18, 2003, which
application 1s incorporated herein by reference 1n 1ts entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. The Field of the Invention

The present ivention relates generally to sorting elec-
tronic messages. More specifically, the present invention
relates to systems and methods for sorting incoming elec-
tronic messages using attributes associated with the sender,
the sender address, and/or other characteristics of the elec-
tronic message.

2. Background and Relevant Art

Today, businesses and individuals are commumnicating
using electronic messages such as emails, instant messages
and voice messages. Communicating 1n this manner 1s con-
venient because the electronic messages are delivered rela-
tively quickly to the recipient. Electronic messages enable
individuals and businesses to carry on conversations, transact
business, etc., at minimal cost. The ease by which a person 1s
able to send and recerve electronic messages thus makes this
form of communication extremely attractive.

As a person or business begins to send and receive elec-
tronic messages, 1t quickly becomes clear that the electronic
messages need to be sorted. The need to sort electronic mes-
sages, which often applies to both the electronic messages
that are sent as well as to the electronic messages that are
received, arises for a variety of reasons. First, many users
have many different correspondents and these users can
potentially receive hundreds of electronic messages over a
short period of time. If a particular user 1s away from his or her
computer for an extended period of time, sorting through
unread messages can become a time consuming task. In fact,
a user that does not check his or her email for a week or even
a day 1s often faced with thus problem. Thus, many users
spend significant time sorting through the electronic mes-
sages that they have received.

The need to sort electronic messages 1s further complicated
by unsolicited electronic messages. Unsolicited electronic
messages typically include commercial advertisements and
political messaging, but may also include offensive solicita-
tions such as pornographic solicitations. Generally, users deal
with both solicited and unsolicited messages on a daily basis.
While many users tolerate sorting through solicited electronic
messages, sorting through unsolicited electronic messages
can be annoying and 1s a waste of valuable time.

Today, electronic messaging programs provide some sort-
ing capabilities. Many of these methods, however, are depen-
dent on actions of the user with respect to the electronic
messaging program. The use of filter words, for example, to
automate the process of sorting the electronic messages, 1s
primarily applied to unsolicited electronic messages. In this
case, a user enters certain words 1nto a filtering system. When
an electronic message having those certain words 1n the sub-
ject line or body of the message 1s recerved, the message can
automatically be routed to a particular folder. This method
requires a recipient to manually enter all of the filter words,
specily which areas of the message are to be examined (i.e.
the subject line, the body, etc.) and then direct the system
where to send the messages. A clear disadvantage of this
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2

method 1s that an electronic message can be easily placed 1n
the wrong folder when an electronic message unexpectedly
contains a filter term. When an electronic message 1s sent to
the wrong folder, for example, the electronic message may be
inadvertently deleted or the electronic message may not be
read 1n a timely manner.

Some users sort their electronic messages manually. One of
the problems faced by users 1n this situation 1s that the users
are faced with the task of sorting through all of their electronic
messages 1 order to 1dentify and move certain electronic
messages. In addition, some users may want to have a par-
ticular electronic message 1n more than one folder. When the
clectronic messages are sorted manually, those users are
required to copy and paste the electronic message into each
folder. Other users set up various rules that are applied to each
clectronic message. These rules are not related to persistent
sender/sender addresses, but are typically applied to each
clectronic message to determine 11 the rule should apply. This
can be computationally expensive.

Conventional techniques for sorting incoming electronic
messages are dependent on the user and can often be cum-
bersome and difficult to manage. Because users receive
increasing numbers of solicited and unsolicited electronic
messages, there 1s a need to manage and sort electronic mes-
sages more effectively without having to apply a set of rules
to each separate electronic message.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

These and other limitations are overcome by the present
invention which relates generally to sorting electronic mes-
sages. The present invention further relates to systems and
methods for sorting electronic messages using attributes
associated with the sender, the sender address, and/or other
aspects of the electronic message. One advantage of the
present mvention 1s that sorting the electronic messages 1s
related to persistent senders and/or sender addresses. Thus, an
clectronic message can be sorted using attributes of a sender
or sender address rather than applying a set of rules to each
clectronic message. In one embodiment, electronic messages
are sorted using an accept list that stores sender addresses and
the attributes of the sender addresses. The present invention
can also be applied to instant messaging and other forms of
addressable electronic messages including, but not limited to,
voice mail messaging systems.

In one embodiment of the present invention, an accept list
1s created that stores sender addresses. Each sender address 1s
associated with one or more attributes that are used to sort the
clectronic messages. The accept list, for example, includes
attributes that identity whether a particular sender 1s autho-
rized, unauthorized, or unconfirmed. The attributes also 1den-
tify whether a particular sender has successiully responded to
a challenge sent by the user’s electronic message server. The
attributes can also 1dentity how a sender was included 1n the
accept list. Other attributes can also be included 1n the accept
l1st.

When an electronic message 1s recetved at an electronic
message server, a sorting module sorts the electronic mes-
sages 1nto particular folders using the attributes of the sender
that are included in the accept list. If a sender or sender
address 1s not included in the accept list, then the electronic
message may still sorted based on that fact. In one embodi-
ment, the sender 1s entered 1n the accept list and assigned
default attributes that are used to sort the electronic message.

One advantage of the present ivention 1s that each elec-
tronic message does not have to be processed with rules that
may or may not apply to the electronic message. In the present
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invention, attributes are associated with sender addresses.
Because the sender address 1s immediately known from the
clectronic message, the electronic message can be sorted
using the attributes associated with the electronic message
without first determining which rules apply to the electronic
message.

The accept list, which stores sender addresses and their
assoclated attributes, becomes a central data structure for an
clectronic messaging system that can provide stronger sorting
capabilities. A sorting module can access not only the accept
l1st to sort electronic messages, but can also take advantage of
a user’s contact list or other data structures to sort the elec-
tronic messages. In addition, the present invention can utilize
a challenge/response to assist in automatically setting
attributes 1n the accept list and 1n sorting the electronic mes-
sages. In this manner, electronic messages can be sorted with-
out direct input from the user in one embodiment.

Additional features and advantages of the invention will be
set forth 1n the description which follows, and in part will be
obvious from the description, or may be learned by the prac-
tice of the mvention. The features and advantages of the
invention may be realized and obtained by means of the
instruments and combinations particularly pointed out 1n the
appended claims. These and other features of the present
invention will become more fully apparent from the following
description and appended claims, or may be learned by the
practice of the invention as set forth heremafter.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In order to describe the manner in which the above-recited
and other advantages and features of the mvention can be
obtained, a more particular description of the invention
briefly described above will be rendered by reference to spe-
cific embodiments therecof which are illustrated in the
appended drawings. Understanding that these drawings
depict only typical embodiments of the invention and are not
therefore to be considered to be limiting of 1ts scope, the
invention will be described and explained with additional
specificity and detail through the use of the accompanying
drawings 1n which:

FI1G. 11sablock diagram illustrating a generalized network
through which an electronic message 1s transmitted from a
sender computer to a user computer;

FIG. 2 1s a block diagram depicting a generalized elec-
tronic messaging server that provides electronic messaging,
services including sorting services to various users;

FIG. 3 A 1illustrates an accept list that associates attributes
with a sender address;

FI1G. 3B 1llustrates additional source attributes that indicate
how a sender address was 1included 1n the accept list and that
are associated with a sender address; and

FI1G. 4 1s ablock diagram 1llustrating an electronic message
that 1s sorted by a sorting module that uses the attributes
associated with a sender address and/or a contact list of the
intended recipient.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The present 1invention relates to systems and methods for
managing electronic messages. More particularly, the present
invention relates to sorting electronic messages using
attributes associated with the electronic message, the sender,
and/or the sender address. The term “electronic messaging”
includes any form of sending a message electronically includ-
ing, but not limited to, via electronic mail (email), stant
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4

messaging, voice messaging, telephonic messaging, and
other forms of electronic communication that involve the use
of a sender address and a recipient or user address. An elec-
tronic message includes, but 1s not limited to, emails, instant
messages, attachments, voice mails, and the like or any com-
bination thereof.

The following overview of electronic messaging 1s
described 1n the context of email sent over the Internet. The
term “unsolicited” as 1t relates to the mvention refers to any
clectronic message that 1s not desired or wanted by the user.
“Solicited” electronic messages refer to any electronic mes-
sage that 1s desired or wanted by the user. Electronic mes-
sages from senders of bulk electronic messages can be solic-
ited and/or unsolicited. Unsolicited electronic messages are
typically sent from senders that are unauthorized.

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram that illustrates an exemplary
system for sending and delivering electronic messages over a
computer network such as the Internet. In FIG. 1, a sender
computer 10 sends an electronic message to a user computer
12. The electronic message 1s routed through one or more
simple mail transfer protocol (SM'TP) servers 14 before arriv-
ing at the electronic messaging server 15 associated with user
computer 12. The electronic messaging server 15 may be a
server residing on a local area network with user computer 12,
a server that user computer 12 accesses via a modem pool or
with another Internet connection, a web server that provides
web-based electronic messaging services to user computer
12, or a server that operates with user computer 12 1n any of
a variety of other network configurations. The electronic mes-
saging server 15 also represents a server or a system of servers
that provide electronic messaging services to various user
computers that are geographically dispersed. The present
invention can be implemented on the electronic messaging
server 15 or collapsed onto the user computer 12. When the
present mnvention 1s implemented on the electronic messaging
server 13, electronic messages are sorted for the users that
subscribe or receive electronic messages through the elec-
tronic messaging server 15.

FIG. 2 illustrates an electronic messaging server 15 that
provides electronic messaging services to the user computers
100, which are represented by the user computer 101 and the
user computer 102. The electronic messaging server 15 has a
mail application 16 that includes a sorting module 210 for
sorting electronic messages. The mail application 16 operates
for each of the user computers 100. The electronic messaging
server 15 may also include other applications 17, such as a
calendaring program, a contacts program, and the like. The
mail application 16 is often integrated with the applications
17. The data storage device 19 may store data used by mail
application 16 and applications 17.

In an alternative embodiment, the functionality of the mail
application 16 and the sorting module 210 can be collapsed
onto the user computers. If the user computer 101 1s used by
more than one person, the sorting module 210 of the mail
application 16 also has the ability to sort electronic messages
for all users of the user computer 101.

When an electronic message 38 arrives at the electronic
messaging server 135, the mail application 16 processes the
clectronic message and the sorting module 210 sorts the elec-
tronic message 38. In one embodiment, the sorting module
210 uses an accept list that can be implemented on the elec-
tronic messaging server 15 or on the user computers 100. The
accept list 1s usually a data structure that includes an entry for
cach sender address. In one embodiment, an accept list 1s
maintained for each user computer. Fach sender address 1n an
accept list has various attributes that are used to sort electronic
messages. In one embodiment, these attributes can be deter-
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mined without direct input from the user while other
attributes can be directly set by the user.

One advantage of having an accept list 1s that sorting elec-
tronic messages 1s related to sender addresses that are persis-
tently stored by the electronic messaging server 15. When an
clectronic message 38 1s received by the electronic messaging
server 15, the attributes used to sort the electronic message
can be immediately 1dentified from the sender address of the
clectronic message. In contrast, a rule based system typically
applies each rule to the electronic message 1n order to deter-
mine which rules apply. Thus, each electronic message 1s
analyzed with respect to each rule, regardless of whether the
rule actually applies to the electronic message. This 1netfi-
ciency 1s overcome by the present invention because the
attributes used to sort an electronic message are known from
the sender address.

FI1G. 3 A illustrates an exemplary embodiment of an accept
list 18. In this example, the accept list 18 1s a data structure
that includes sender addresses and the attributes that are asso-
ciated with each sender address. The accept list 18 thus
includes a sender address field 57 that stores sender
addresses. The attributes 70 of the sender addresses include,
but are not limited to, an authorized attributed 71, an unau-
thorized attribute 72, an unconfirmed attribute 73, a work-
group attribute (illustrated in this embodiment as workgroup
A 74 and workgroup B 73), and a subject attribute 76. One of
skill 1n the art can appreciate that other attributes can also be
included 1n the accept list.

The authorized attribute 71, the unauthorized attribute 72
and the unconfirmed attribute 73 relate to whether a sender 1s
permitted to send electronic messages to the user. The autho-
rized attribute 71 of the sender address indicates that the
sender 1s permitted to send electronic messages to the user
and that electronic messages from that sender are not deleted
or discarded. The unauthorized attribute 71 of the sender
address indicates that the sender i1s not permitted to send
clectronic messages to the user and electronic messages from
senders whose unauthorized attribute 1s set are not delivered
to the user and may be are deleted or stored 1n an unauthorized
folder for later handling by the user.

The unconfirmed attribute 73 indicates that the sender 1s
neither authorized or unauthorized. This may occur, for
example, when an electronic message 1s received from a
previously unknown sender. Flectronic messages from an
unconiirmed sender may be stored, for example, 1n a tempo-
rary folder. The user can voluntarily access this folder and
access these electronic messages. Alternatively, these elec-
tronic messages are further sorted when the associated send-
ers become either authorized or unauthorized senders of elec-
tronic messages.

FIG. 3B illustrates additional attributes that may be
included 1n the accept list 18. The attributes 1n FIG. 3B
describe how a sender address was entered in the accept list 18
and are referred to herein as source attributes. These are
examples of attributes that can be used to prioritize electronic
messages as the electronic messages are sorted, although the
attributes illustrated 1n FIG. 3A can also be used to prioritize
the electronic messages. For example, an electronic message
from a sender that 1s explicitly authorized by the user may
have a higher priority than electronic messages from senders
that were not explicitly authorized.

Thus, a sender can become authorized or unauthorized 1n
various manners and the attributes illustrated in FIG. 3B
describe a status of a particular sender as well as how a
particular sender became either authorized or unauthorized.
The user added attribute 242 indicates that, for example, a
sender address 302 was explicitly added by the user to the
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6

accept list 18. The user added attribute 242 can therelfore
include sender addresses of senders that have not previously
sent an electronic message to the user. The sent message
attribute 244 indicates that the sender associated with the
sender address 304 1s authorized because the user sent an
clectronic message to that sender. By sending an electronic
message to a sender, the user implies that the sender 1s an
authorized sender and the sent message attribute 244 1s set. In

these example, the authorized attribute 71 of the correspond-
ing senders 1s also set for authorized senders.

The challenge/response attribute 246 indicates the status of
a sender with respect to a challenge that was sent to the sender.
For instance, when a sender sends an electronic message to
the user and the sender 1s neither an authorized sender nor an
unauthorized sender, a challenge 1s sent to the sender by the
clectronic messaging server. At this point, the sender
becomes an unconfirmed sender and the unconfirmed
attribute of the sender 1s set 1n the accept l1st 18. The sender 1s
typically required to successtully respond to the challenge
betore the electronic message from the sender 1s delivered to
the user. However, electronic messages from an unconfirmed
sender may be delivered until the sender becomes unautho-
rized, which occurs if the sender does not successiully
respond to the challenge. If the sender becomes an unautho-
rized sender, subsequent electronic messages are not deliv-
ered to the user.

The challenge, 1n one example, 1s an electronic message
sent to the sender that includes a link to a web site. At the web
site, the sender 1s required to enter a confirmation code 1n an
text entry box provided at the web site. The confirmation code
may be visible to the sender at the web site when the sender
accesses the web site or may be included 1n the challenge. For
example, a graphic that displays a alphanumerical code may
be visible to a user at the web site. The user 1s required to enter
the alphanumerical code 1n an entry box. Because the alpha-
numerical code 1s represented graphically, the code can typi-
cally only be entered by a person and cannot be entered
automatically by a computer. Alternatively, the sender may be
required to answer a question at the web site to successtully
respond to the challenge. Only senders that successtully
respond to the challenge can become authorized senders and
have the authorized attribute set for their sender address. The
challenge/response attribute 246 indicates whether the
response was correct, whether the response was timely, and
the like. The challenge/response attribute 246 can be related
to the authorized attribute 71, the unauthorized attribute 72,
and the unconfirmed attribute 73 1n one embodiment.

-

T'he challenge 1ssued by the mail application 16 1s particu-
larly useful against senders of unsolicited electronic mes-
sages. The challenge 1ssued by the electronic messaging
server 1s configured to permit a person to enter the correct
response or confirmation code while preventing the correct
response from being provided by a computer. Senders of
unsolicited electronic messages typically generate automatic
responses or no response at all and thereby become unautho-
rized senders because they fail to provide a correct response
to the challenge.

In one embodiment of the accept list 18, the attributes
associated with a sender address can be established without
direct input from the user. These attributes, even though they
can be set independent of the user, can be changed or set by
the user as well. For example, a sender can become an autho-
rized sender by successiully responding to the challenge. A
user, however, can set the unauthorized attribute of a sender
even though the sender successiully responded to the chal-
lenge unsuccessiully.
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The attributes of the sender addresses 1n the accept list 18
can further include attributes that are determined by the user.
The workgroup attributes 74, 75, and the subject attribute 76
can be set by the user. The workgroup attributes are usetul, for
example, for directing electronic messages associated with
particular workgroups. The workgroup attributes may 1ndi-
cate whether the sender 1s a partner, vendor, team-member, or

other employee. These attributes can be used to sort electronic
messages.

For example, an employee of a company may receive 200
clectronic messages a day in the employee’s inbox from
authorized senders within the employee’s company. The
employee may also receive 50 electronic messages from
authorized senders outside of the company. Using the accept
list, the electronic messaging server can organize the elec-
tronic messages using the attributes associated with the send-
ers of the electronic messages. The electronic messages may
be sorted 1into folders based on the workgroup attributes, for
example, or by other attributes in the accept list. Stmilarly, the
subject attribute 76 may used to sort electronic messages
using the subject line of the electronic messages.

FI1G. 4 1llustrates an example of how an electronic message
1s sorted using attributes associated with the sender, sender
address or other characteristic of the electronic message. In
this example, an electronic message 38 has been recetved by
an electronic messaging server and the attributes 70 have been
accessed from the accept list based on the sender address of
the electronic message 38. The sorting module 210 applies
the attributes 70 to sort or route the electronic message to the
appropriate folder(s) or location(s). The sorting module 210
can route the electronic message to a particular folder 212
(such as an inbox) or to more than one folder such as to the
folder 212 and the folder 214. The sorting module 210 can
also route an electronic message to a subfolder 216. The
tolder 214, for example, may be a temporary folder where
clectronic messages from unauthorized senders are sent.
Alternatively, the folder 214 may be a work folder where
clectronic messages from coworkers 1n the same workgroup
are placed.

The combination of attributes can determine where an
clectronic message 1s stored. For example, electronic mes-
sages can be given a high priority and stored in a priority
tolder. Electronic messages from senders that were explicitly
entered 1n the accept list by the user may be given a higher
priority that other electronic messages and placed 1n a par-
ticular folder. Electronic messages from authorized senders
may be sent to the mbox folder while electronic messages
from unconfirmed senders are held 1n a temporary folder until
the senders are either authorized or unauthorized.

In another example, a user may subscribe to several news-
letters, purchase goods on the Internet, and correspond with
family members. The user thus receives electronic messages
from each of these entities. In this example, all of the senders
are authorized senders as the user desires to recerve electronic
messages sent by these entities. These senders also have other
attributes that enable the sorting module to deliver electronic
messages to corresponding folders. Family members, for
example, may have a personal-private attribute that causes
clectronic messages from family members to be delivered to
a family folder. Internet merchants may use a combination of
a merchant attribute and an authorized sender attribute to
deliver electronic messages to a merchant folder.

The sorting module 210 may also utilize a contact list 220
to sort the electronic messages. For example, all contacts in
the users contact list 220 can be deemed authorized senders
and may be included 1n the accept list. When a contact 1s
deleted, the contact sitmultaneously becomes an unauthorized
sender or an unconifirmed sender and the corresponding
attribute 1s set. The electronic messaging server has the ability
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to scan the contact list automatically and make adjustments to
the accept list based on the content of the contact list 220.

The accept list 18 can also be used to associate attributes
with domain names 1n addition to sender addresses. Elec-
tronic messages from senders 1n a particular domain can thus
be sorted using the attributes associated with the domain. The
accept list 18 may also be updated or refreshed periodically.
This may give, for example, an unauthorized sender another
opportunity to become an authorized sender. Alternatively, an
authorized sender may also be required to again confirm that
they are an authorized sender. This can be achieved in one
embodiment by 1ssuing a new challenge to the sender.

The embodiments of the present invention may comprise a
special purpose or general-purpose computer including vari-
ous computer hardware, as discussed 1n greater detail below.
Embodiments within the scope of the present invention also
include computer-readable media for carrying or having com-
puter-executable 1nstructions or data structures stored
thereon. Such computer-readable media can be any available
media that can be accessed by a general purpose or special
purpose computer. By way of example, and not limitation,
such computer-readable media can comprise RAM, ROM,
EEPROM, CD-ROM or other optical disk storage, magnetic
disk storage or other magnetic storage devices, or any other
medium which can be used to carry or store desired program
code means 1n the form of computer-executable instructions
or data structures and which can be accessed by a general
purpose or special purpose computer. When information 1s
transierred or provided over a network or another communi-
cations connection (either hardwired, wireless, or a combina-
tion of hardwired or wireless) to a computer, the computer
properly views the connection as a computer-readable
medium. Thus, any such connection 1s properly termed a
computer-readable medium. Combinations of the above
should also be included within the scope of computer-read-
able media. Computer-executable instructions comprise, for
example, mnstructions and data which cause a general purpose
computer, special purpose computer, or special purpose pro-
cessing device to perform a certain function or group of
functions.

The following discussion are intended to provide a brief,
general description of a suitable computing environment 1n
which the invention may be implemented. Although not
required, the invention will be described in the general con-
text of computer-executable instructions, such as program
modules, being executed by computers in network environ-
ments. Generally, program modules include routines, pro-
grams, objects, components, data structures, etc. that perform
particular tasks or implement particular abstract data types.
Computer-executable instructions, associated data structures,
and program modules represent examples of the program
code means for executing steps ol the methods disclosed
herein. The particular sequence of such executable mnstruc-
tions or associated data structures represents examples of
corresponding acts for implementing the functions described
in such steps.

Those skilled 1n the art will appreciate that the invention
may be practiced in network computing environments with
many types of computer system configurations, mncluding
personal computers, hand-held devices, multi-processor sys-
tems, microprocessor-based or programmable consumer
clectronics, network PCs, minicomputers, mainirame com-
puters, and the like. The mvention may also be practiced in
distributed computing environments where tasks are per-
tormed by local and remote processing devices that are linked
(erther by hardwired links, wireless links, or by acombination
of hardwired or wireless links) through a communications
network. In a distributed computing environment, program
modules may be located 1n both local and remote memory
storage devices.
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The present invention may be embodied 1n other specific
forms without departing from its spirit or essential character-
istics. The described embodiments are to be considered 1n all
respects only as illustrative and not restrictive. The scope of
the invention 1s, therefore, indicated by the appended claims
rather than by the foregoing description. All changes which
come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the
claims are to be embraced within their scope.

What is claimed and desired to be secured by United States
Letters Patent 1s:

1. In a system that includes an electronic messaging server
that provides electronic messaging services to one or more
users, a method for sorting electronic messages for a user, the
method comprising:

for each sender that sends electronic messages to a user,

assigning attributes to a sender address of each sender
such that each sender address 1s associated with one or
more attributes, wherein the sender addresses and the
one or more attributes are stored in a first list, and
wherein assigning the one or more attributes to the
sender address does not require the one or more
attributes to be user-defined;

receiving an electronic message from a particular sender at

the electronic messaging server; and

sorting the electronic message into at least one folder based

on the one or more attributes assigned to a particular
sender address of the particular sender.

2. A method as defined 1n claim 1, wherein assigning
attributes to a sender address of each sender such that each
sender address 1s associated with one or more attributes fur-
ther comprises:

setting an authorized attribute if the sender 1s authorized;

setting an unauthorized attribute 1f the sender 1s unautho-

rized; and

setting an unconfirmed attribute 11 the sender 1s uncon-

firmed.

3. A method as defined in claim 1, wherein assigning,
attributes to a sender address of each sender such that each
sender address 1s associated with one or more attributes fur-
ther comprises 1ssuing a challenge to the particular sender.

4. A method as defined 1n claim 3, further comprising:

receiving a response Ifrom the particular sender that

received the challenge;

setting an authorized attribute for a sender address of the

particular sender 11 the particular sender responds cor-
rectly to the challenge.

5. A method as defined 1n claim 4, further comprising
setting an unauthorized attribute for the sender address of the
particular sender 11 the particular senders does not respond to
the challenges or responds incorrectly to the challenge.

6. A method as defined in claim 1, further comprising
entering a sender address 1n the first list when an electronic
message 1s sent to the sender address, wherein an authorized
attribute of the sender address 1s set.

7. A method as defined 1n claim 1, further comprising
assoclating one or more attributes in the first list with a
domain.

8. A method as defined 1n claim 1, further comprising using,
a contact list of the user to assign the attributes 1n the first list.

9. A method as defined 1n claim 8, further comprising
changing at least one attribute of a particular sender in the first
list according to changes made to the particular sender 1n the
contact list.

10. A method as defined 1n claim 8, further comprising at
least one of
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setting an unauthorized attribute of the particular sender 11
the particular sender 1s removed from the contact list;
and
setting an authorized attribute of the particular sender 11 the
particular sender 1s added to the contact list.
11. A method as defined 1n claim 1 wherein the first list 1s
stored on at least one of a user computer or an electronic
messaging Server.
12. A computer program product comprising a computer
usable medium having computer readable program code
stored thereon, the computer readable program code having
computer-executable 1nstructions for performing the method
of claim 1.
13. A system for sorting electronic messages of one or
more users connected to the system comprising;:
a persistent storage storing a first list comprising one or
more senders of electronic messages sent to a first user
and attributes associated with each sender;
computer readable program code having computer-execut-
able mstructions stored thereon that when executed by a
processor, causes the system to perform the steps of:
determining a particular sender of an incoming message,
accessing the first list stored on the persistent storage to
determine the attributes of the particular sender,

assigning an unconfirmed attribute to for the particular
sender 1n the first list,

sorting the incoming message into an unconfirmed
folder 11 the attributes of the particular sender indicate
that the sender 1s neither authorized nor unauthorized,

sending a challenge message to the particular sender,
and

changing the unconfirmed attribute of the particular
sender 1n the first list stored on the persistent storage
depending on whether a reply message to the chal-
lenge message 1s recerved from the particular sender
such that the user 1s not required to provide direct
input to assign the unconfirmed attribute or change
the unconfirmed attribute of the particular sender.

14. The system as defined 1n claim 13, wherein, when
executed by a processor, the computer-executable instruc-
tions further causes the system to perform the steps of:

setting an authorized attribute of the sender address 1t the
sender successiully responds to the challenge; and

setting an unauthorized attribute of the sender 11 the sender
does not successtully respond to the challenge.

15. The system as defined in claim 13, wherein, when
executed by a processor, the computer-executable instruc-
tions further causes the system to perform the step of assign-
ing attributes of one or more senders in the first list using a
contact list of the user.

16. The system as defined claim 15, wherein, when
executed by a processor, the computer-executable instruc-
tions further causes the system to perform the steps of:

setting an unauthorized attribute for a particular sender
address 1n the first list when the particular sender is
removed from the contact list; and

setting an authorized attribute for a particular sender
address 1n the first list when the particular sender is
added to the contact list.

17. The system as defined 1n claim 13, wherein the persis-

tent storage 1s located on at least one of a user computer or at
an electronic messaging server.
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